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Report of the undersigned members [E. S. Martin and W. M. 
Canty] of the Delaware Tax Commission to the General Assembly. 
1893. Wilmington. — 32 pp. 

Report of the undersigned members [J. B. Penington, E. H. 
Bancroft, D. J. Layton] of the Delaware Tax Commission to the 
General Assembly. 1893. Wilmington. — 16 pp. 

Report of Counsel to revise the Tax Laws of the State of New 
York. Chas. A. Collin and J. Newton Fiero, Counsel. Trans- 
mitted to the Legislature Feb. 3, 1893. Albany, 1893. — 125 pp. 

Report of the Joint Committee of the Senate and Assembly rela- 
tive to Taxation for State and Local Purposes. Transmitted to the 
Legislature March 17, 1893. Albany, 1893. — 24 pp. 

During the past ten years we have had a number of state com- 
missions on taxation, most of which have published documents 
abounding in suggestions wise and foolish. The reports here re- 
viewed furnish good examples of each class. The Delaware reports 
are comparatively unimportant because of the insignificance of the 
commonwealth; but they are interesting as exemplifying the different 
tendencies at work throughout the country. Delaware raises its state 
revenues from corporation taxes and licenses, but depends for its 
local revenues upon the poll tax, the tax on real estate and that on 
a few kinds of tangible personalty. The farmers object to this and 
desire to reach in some way all owners of personalty. Hence the 
commission. The majority report approves of this desire, and recom- 
mends that intangible personalty, like money, investments, etc., be 
taxed, that a tribunal be created for equalizing county assessments 
and that the collateral inheritance tax be reimposed. Although the 
signers confess that the general property tax does not work well 
in other states, they assert that this is due to "dishonest citizens," 
and that if certain kinds of property be exempted, "cunning and 
scheming men " will ultimately reduce the governmental revenues 
unduly. 

The minority report, on the other hand, strenuously objects to the 
taxation of intangible personalty. Almost the whole of the report is 
an abridgment of the New York report of 1871-72 and the Mary- 
land report of 1888, showing the injustice of the general property 
tax. The report is noteworthy for the fact that it adopts in its 
entirety the " equal diffusion " theory of incidence as elaborated by 
Mr. Wells, and quotes Adam Smith as the chief forerunner of Thiers 
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and Wells ! And although the commissioners " sympathize with the 
complaint of the Delaware farmer," they think that under the present 
system the taxes are " more equally distributed than in any other 
state." It is much to be feared that the Delaware farmer will not 
be satisfied with this Platonic "sympathy." 

Far more important than the Delaware reports are those to the 
New York legislature. The counsel and the committee have chosen 
to present results rather than extended arguments. Their reports 
may be declared in some sense to mark a turning point in the history 
of American taxation. 

The counsel affirm that they have studied not only the public 
documents of other states, but also the general literature of the 
subject, including the views of leading political economists of the 
day. They suggest that the information so obtained be collated for 
the use of the public for further reference, but in the present report 
they prefer to present simply their conclusions, proceeding on the 
principle of proposing nothing which has already been before the 
legislature and which has failed of adoption. If this principle were 
consistently carried out, there would be little chance for human 
progress. For every innovation is at first opposed, and the mere 
fact that the legislature has once in former years rejected a plan is 
neither a proof that they would reject it to-day, nor a reason why the 
advisers of the legislature should refuse to consider its feasibility. 
Thus the counsel object to the " building occupancy " tax because 
the legislature refused to adopt it in 1872. But they also discuss 
new plans. They object to the single tax, and even to the tax on 
real estate alone, because they cannot see the equality and justice 
of levying all burdens on the real estate owner. They object to the 
income tax as too inquisitorial, and at present quite inadmissible. 
At the same time they strenuously object to the " listing " system, 
although they call attention to the acknowledged defects of the 
personal property tax, and show that in Brooklyn personalty pays 
only four per cent of the taxes. 

What, then, is to be done to secure equality of taxation ? 

The general property tax is to-day supplemented by the corporation 
tax and the inheritance tax. Any great increase in the corporation 
tax is objected to on the ground that this ought to carry with it an 
exemption of corporations from local taxation, as in Pennsylvania. 
But this the counsel think unwise, because the local bodies are not 
willing to forego so large a source of revenue. Again, they object 
to a tax on corporate bonds, first, because it is at present legally 
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impossible to tax bonds held outside of the state, and secondly 
because bonds are already taxable to the owners as personalty. 
The only suggestions made as to corporate taxation are, to apply to 
other corporations the machinery of collection applied to the taxation 
of bank shares, and to apply the earnings tax on transportation com- 
panies to foreign as well as to domestic corporations. As to the 
inheritance tax, the counsel content themselves with a slight change 
in restricting exemptions. While apparently regarding with favor the 
settlement of the mortgage tax question in Massachusetts, California, 
etc., they refrain from any recommendation, because the legislature has 
heretofore considered the matter and taken no action. Furthermore 
they propose a tax on deposits of savings banks above a certain 
limit. Finally they object to " local option," because they clearly see 
that this simply means taxation of realty alone; and they correctly 
maintain that this should be done by a general statute or not at 
all. 

Since, therefore, the present system of taxation is unjust, they think 
that one of two courses must be adopted : either personalty should 
be entirely exempt, or substantially all personalty should be taxed. 
The first plan seems too radical, therefore we must try to reach 
personalty. This may be done by improving the machinery, by 
centralizing the administration and by providing for a state equali- 
zation of personalty as well as for that of realty. 

The report of the counsel is timid and conservative. But it pos- 
sesses at least the distinction of not falling into the gross mistakes 
which so many of our recent state commissions have committed. On 
the other hand, the report of the legislative committee is not only in 
the main sensible, but it is radical. 

In the first place the committee agree with the counsel in op- 
posing the income tax and the principle of local option in taxation. 
Secondly, in opposition to the counsel, they maintain (1) that the 
taxation of savings banks deposits would be an undesirable inter- 
ference with the savings of thrifty people ; (2) that the equalization 
of taxes on personalty "would legalize a system of official guessing," 
and would only intensify the conflict between the local divisions ; 
but (3) that a state tax on mortgages would be a desirable innova- 
tion, and even at the rate of only one-half of one per cent would 
produce nearly five millions of dollars. Thirdly they propose certain 
changes in the inheritance and corporation taxes, calculated to in- 
crease their yield and to equalize the burdens. The progressive 
principle is to be applied to the inheritance tax, and the exemption 
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of real estate is to be abolished when the estate exceeds $50,000. 
Again the virtual exemption of heavily bonded corporations is to be 
removed by assessing a corporation tax in such cases upon the par 
value of the stock, instead of the market value. Finally the great 
principle is laid down of a definite separation of the state and local 
revenues. The changes suggested in the specifically state taxes will, 
it is believed, suffice to meet all state expenses. Real estate may 
then be left to the local bodies, and the whole question of local 
taxation may then be discussed by itself. 

It will be seen that the committee's report is by all means the 
more important. The first condition of improvement in our tax 
methods is to be found in the abolition of the property tax as a 
state tax. The idea of course is not new ; for it has been urged for 
over twenty years in the reports of the New York state assessors and 
of officials in other states (e.g. Illinois), and it is, as we know, in 
practical operation in Delaware. But this is the first time that the 
suggestion has been adopted by a committee of the legislature itself 
in an important commonwealth. It is in line with all the best thought 
on the topic, as well as with the tendency of recent tax reforms in 
Europe. This alone would make the report noteworthy. 

The suggestion of a graduated inheritance tax is perhaps in har- 
mony with the growing public sentiment. But the proposed plan of 
dealing with corporations is not so satisfactory. If the heavily 
bonded corporation is so successful that it pays high dividends — 
as is frequently the case — the adoption of the par value instead 
of the market value of the stock as a basis would only intensify 
the present inequality. The counsel, again, are entirely too timid 
in deprecating a tax on corporate bonds. The taxation of the 
corporations on an assessment equal to the value of their bonds 
would immediately remove the legal obstacles, and would restore 
equality of taxation as between the various classes of corporations. 
But neither the committee nor the counsel see that no form of cor- 
porate taxation can satisfy the demands of justice until the problems 
of double taxation are attacked; and that no adequate solution can 
be found until inter-state agreements are adopted. It is to be 
deplored that no suggestion of this kind is to be found in either of 
the reports. The proposed tax on mortgages, again, is a makeshift. 
The committee forget that to tax the mortgagee on the mortgage 
and the mortgagor on the whole value of the land is an unendurable 
double taxation. Were the mortgagor to be taxed only on the unen 
cumbered portion of his property, as is the case in many other states, 
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the tax on mortgages would be less unobjectionable, — although even 
then the plan hinted at by the counsel would be preferable. 

Slowly, but surely, we are moving toward a readjustment of the 
American system of taxation. The ultimate form can already now 
be faintly discerned : A separation of state and local revenues ; the 
state revenues derived chiefly from corporation and inheritance taxes ; 
the local revenues derived from real estate and the other elements 
of taxable faculty. Both the committee and the counsel recognize 
the fact (and herein they differ from the Delaware commission) 
that the problem cannot be solved merely by exempting personalty. 
Both see that the income tax, as a state or local tax, is no solution 
for us. Both are groping after adequate substitutes. That some 
form of mortgage taxation will be a part of the new system, is 
probable. That a more refined system of corporation taxation 
will reach other important classes of personalty, is certain. That 
additional taxes must be imposed, designed to reach the remainder 
of individual faculty — and based perhaps on outward signs and 
presumptions — is not recognized either by the New York or by 
the Delaware reports. But the recognition of the fact will come as 
soon as the demand for the abolition of the personal property tax 
has made more headway. Let us be thankful at all events that the 
New York reports take on the whole a step in the right direction. 
They do not give us by any means all that is needed; but the 
adoption of their fundamental proposals would make future reforms 
less difficult. 

Edwin R. A. Seligman. 

Die Handelspolitik der Wichtigeren Kulturstaaten in den Letz- 
ten Jahrzehnten. Drei Bander. Schriften des Vereins fur Social- 
politik, XLIX, L and LI. Herausgegeben von Dr. Gustav 
Schmoller. Leipzig, Duncker und Humblot, 1892. — x, 645, 210, 

208 pp. 

Libre Echange et Protection. La politique douaniere de tous 
les pays expliquee par les circonstances de leur e'tat social et 
dconomique. Par M. Leon Poinsard. Paris, Firmin Didot et 
Cie., 1893. — xvi, 630 pp. 

These four volumes deal with a single subject, the commercial 
and industrial reorganization of Europe during the past two years. 
The intense agitation has at last expended itself in tariffs, treaties 
and conventions, of whose origin and history these works have 



